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Randomized field experiments i - é
in criminal justice agencies ' scauisiniag, |
by Richard O. Lempert and Christy A. Vlsher K e e g - vy, »" 5

This article summarizes a March 1987
workshop convened by the National Research
Council's Committee on Research on Law
Enforcement and the Administration of
Justice and sponsored by the National
Institute of Justice. The National Research
Council is administered by the National
Academy of Sciences, the National Academy
of Engineering, and the Institute of Medicine.

Over the years, scientific knowledge
has been a major weapon in the fight
against crime. One technique, the
randomized field experiment, has
recently achieved some prominence
for its potential to transform scientific
findings into immediate practical
knowledge.

To illustrate: In 1982 the Minneapolis
Police Department conducted an
experiment that required police officers
responding to domestic assaults to follow
a predetermined procedure that randomly
selected one of three actions: arrest the
offender, offer advice to the offender or
victim, or order the offender off the
premises. ‘Arrest appeared to be more
effective in forestalling future assaults
than either of the other two strategies.
Other experiments have tested the
efficacy of different sanctions for drunk

Richard Lempert and Christy Visher edited
the proceedings of the workshop, which

was conducted under zrant number
84-J-CX-0082 from the National Institute of
Justice to the National Research Council's
Committee on Research on Law Enforcement
and the Administration of Justice, Commis-
sion on Behavioral and Social Sciences.

driving, the value of providing financial
support to parolees, and the use of
electronic supervision of arrestees
pending trial.

In randomized experiments, the interven-
tion is assigned to persons, cases, or
other units according to a random
schedule. That is, each person, case,

or other unit has the same probability

as any other of being assigned to either
the intervention or the control group.
This procedure ensures that the differ-
ences in outcomes can be attributed to
the interventions rather than to any char-
acteristics of the units themselves.

Quasi-experiments are another technique
used to compare outcomes for units that
received an intervention with outcomes
for units that did not, but there is an
important difference: randomization is
not used in their assignment. Statistical
techniques such as regression analysis,
time-series analysis, and analysis of
variance must be used to adjust for sys-
tematic differences between the units
themselves that may contribute to
differences in outcomes.

The workshop is convened

To explore these techniques, a distin-
guished group of criminal justice
researchers, practitioners, and
policymakers attended a March 1987
workshop on randomized field experi-
ments conducted by criminal justice
agencies. The workshop was convened
under the aegis of the National Research
Council's Committee on Research on

Law Enforcement and the Administra-
tion of Justice, with support from the
National Institute of Justice, U.S.
Department of Justice. A total of 90
people attended the workshop, which
was planned by the Working Group on
Field Experimentation in Criminal
Justice, The Working Group consisted
of four committee members and four
other members selected for their knowl-
edge of randomized experiments and
quasi-experiments in criminal justice
research.

The workshop had four major purposes:

1. To share perspectives among
researchers and policymakers on
promising experimental and quasi-
experimental techniques for research
aimed at providing a practical knowledge
base for improving criminal justice
administration.

2. To disseminate and discuss results
and insights from randomized field
experiments and quasi-experiments in
policing, prosecution, court decision-
making, and offender supervision.

3. To discuss issues that arise in
planning and conducting field experi-
ments, including choosing of topics,
potential legal and ethical problems, the
exigencies of day-to-day management,
methodological issues, and the interpre-
tation of results.

4. To provide a forum for practitioners,
research sponsors, and researchers to
exchange views on future prospects for
experimental research in criminal justice.
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The workshop presentations in plenary
sessions focused on specific experiments
as well as on such broad topics as "Uses
and Limits of Experiments,” "Legal and
Ethical Issues,” and "Alternatives to
Randomized Experiments." (Transcripts
of the presentations are included in the
full report on the workshop.) In two
followup discussion periods, the partici-
pants worked in smaller groups that
focused on four specific areas of criminal
justice practice: policing; pretrial re-
lease, prosecution, and diversion; adjudi-
cation and sanctioning; and offender
supervision, The goal of each discussion
group was to identify promising experi-
ments and to discuss design, implemen-
tation, and management issues that could
arise in conducting experiments,

A central message emerging from the
presentations and discussion sessions
was that changes in the criminal justice
system occur both gradually, sometimes
in response to changing social science
understanding of crime problems, and on
occasion more rapidly, as the system is
pressed to do something about perceived
crises. In either case, however, the
changes typically reflect commonsense
views of reality rather than the system-
atic observation and testing of alterna-
tive programs and procedures. These
commonsense views need to be tested
and complemented by systematic,
reliable knowledge to guide crime
control.

Sociologists, economists, psychologists,
and others have traditionally applied
their disciplines' usual methodological
approaches to expand knowledge about
criminal justice. These methodologies
include laboratory experiments, ethno-
graphic investigations, regression
analysis, and various techniques of
causal modeling., Each technique has its
place, and together they are essential to a
full understanding of crime and the
criminal justice system.

Experiments are
a fimely topic

The randomized field experiment has
two major advantages: The first is that
treatments are delivered by and to the
same types of people who are involved
in the ordinary workings of the criminal
justice system, The second is that
randomization is an efficient control for
many idiosyncratic factors that might
otherwise plausibly explain the apparent
impact of a criminal justice interventjon.
One reason that experimentation has
been rare in the past is that, more than
any other technique, it requires close co-
operation between social science
researchers and those who operate
criminal justice organizations. For these
reasons, a conference bringing together
criminal justice researchers and practi-
tioners to discuss this topic was timety,
appropriate, and potentially useful.

The group attending the workshop was
somewhat larger than originally antici-
pated, a reflection of the burgeoning
interest in field experiments in the
practitioner and scholarly communities,
The 25 speakers and discussion leaders
included researchers, State and local
criminal justice practitioners, and
Federal officials. Attendees from the
practitioner community included police
officials, pretrial service managers,
district attorneys, judges, court adminis-
trators, and probation officials. The
audience included practitioners and
researchers who had conducted random-
ized field experiments, or who were
actively considering this option, as well
as people who were less knowledgeable
yet interested in this research technique.

Among the background materials for the
workshop were 20 commissioned
synopses of criminal (and a few civil)
justice experiments, Each synopsis
provided a two-paragraph summary of
the purpose and results of the experiment
and other details, including target group,
type of treatments, assignment method,
outcome measures, and reported imple-
mentation problems. This work pro-
vided attendees with a convenient
assembly of information on criminal
justice experiments. (The summaries are
included in the full report of the work-
shop proceedings.) The other materials
distributed in advance of the workshop
were published articles about research
design (Diamond 1987), nonexperimen-
tal criminal justice research (Chambers
1977, Pierce and Bowers 1981), and
ethical issues in experimental research
(Meier 1972; Shapard 1985),

Disc_ussion focuses
on nine themes

Nine themes emerged from the work-
shop, which collectively might be
considered guidelines for running
randomized field experiments or
important lessons for future experimen-
tation in criminal justice, These themes
are not intended to address all the sub-
stantive and methodological issues that
must be considered in designing and
carrying out field experiments. Rather,




they provide a brief perspective on the
issues that emerged as especially
important during workshop discussions.

1. Choose an interesting problem—a
policy question that people really care
about or an existing procedure that
clearly needs improvement.

Although experiments need not be
costly, they often are, imposing burdens
on administrators, usually requiring the
assistance of personnel in criminal
justice organizations, and possibly im-
posing burdens on experimental subjects.
Field experiments should therefore not
be undertaken on unimportant issues.
Field experiments are particularly
helpful for choosing among competing
options and for resolving uncertainty
about the right choice. Choices of
questions and options should reflect
community attitudes and values as well
as the interests of criminal justice
practitioners and researchers.

2. Legal and ethical issues that may
arise in criminal justice experiments
can usually be solved by creative
thinking, alternative design strategies,
comproimise, and some foresight about
potential preblems.

Many of the legal and ethical issues that
surround experiments arise first at the
design stage and can usually be coopera-
tively resolved within the experimental
setting. Although the problems seldom
admit of standard solutions, certain basic
principles apply. One is that the research
design should impose the fewest burdens
on those whose cooperation is needed to
answer the questions it addresses. A
second is that the impact and costs of
the proposed intervention must be
weighed not only against the costs of
having only anecdotal or more equivocal
knowledge about the effectiveness of
interventions, but also against the costs
of continuing current programs and
policies that are potentially ineffective or
counterproductive,

Perhaps the most common ethical and
political hurdle faced by investigators is
that the nature of field experiments
demands that similarly situated actors be

treated unequally. It is generally con-
ceded that this is not a serious problem if
the intervention treats subjects less
harshly than does the status quo (e.g., a
random sample of persons who ordinar-
ily would be jailed are given intensive
supervised probation). Indeed, if an
agency's resources are inadequate to
deliver a treatment to all members of an
eligible population, randomized alloca-
tion of the treatment is often regarded as
a fair approach, totally apart from the
fact that it creates the possibility of
important gains in knowledge. Even ran-
domized imposition of strong sanctions
may sometimes be justified, especially in
situations in which, without the experi-
ment, a new, harsher approach might be
extended to all.

3. To achieve the full advantages of
experimentation, the random assign-
ment of persons, cases, or other units
into treatment and control groups
must be rigorously maintained
throughout the experiment. Devia-
tions from strict randomness should
be monitored and noted.

Random selection is not biased, is not
arbitrary, and in a variety of circum-
stances has been upheld by the courts as
an appropriate research tool to achieve
certain goals, including assessing and
improving program effectiveness. But
complete randomization is difficult to
achieve. Ethical or legal considerations
may pose barriers to certain kinds of ran-
domized manipulations, and efforts
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under day-to-day pressures to carry out
randomization inevitably involve some
errors in assignment. Nevertheless, con-
siderable success may be achieved by
close cooperation between researchers
and practitioners. To the extent the
randomization efforts fall short, statisti-
cal techniques may sometimes produce
valid conclusions despite the errors, The
potential for damage control is greater if
possible failures of randomization are
anticipated so that they can be taken into
account in the experimental design.

4. Not all research probiems are
suitable for randomized field experi-
mentation. The choice of designs and
methods of investigation turn on both
the questions to be answered and the
available data. Quasi-experimental
and other retrospective techniques
may be more economical or more
viable ways of addressing some
research problems, and nonquantita-
tive methods such as ethnographic
investigation may be appropriate for
other questions.

The appropriate research strategy will
depend on what must be evaluated, the
conditions of the intervention or innova-
tion, and previous theoretical and
empirical work. New laws, for example,
typically apply unconditionally, thereby
precluding randomized experiments, but
quasi-experimental time-series designs
may provide a good measure of their
effects. Ethical concerns may preclude
some randomized treatments (e.g., those
involving very severe sanctions), but the
systematic study of natural variation
may reveal salient effects. For some
questions, very different research
approaches may be more appropriate.
For example, if we wish to learn how to
break up drug dealer networks, the
infiltration and observation of such
networks may be an important first step.

5. From the outset of study design
and planning, field experiments
require continued teamwork and close
cooperation between researchers and
practitioners. Failure can be unwit-
tingly designed into an experiment
before it begins.

Field experiment designs need to fit
local practices. Cooperation must
therefore begin with the initial design of
the experiment. It is important to
involve all key personnel in the project
as early as possible; they should under-
stand the nature of the experiment and
its potential importance. Since experi-
ments will require some organizational
change, at least temporarily, incentives
should be built in to secure the coopera-
tion of the staff who must apply the
experimental treatments. The success of
an experiment is directly related to the
commitment of all participants from
beginning to end.

However, close involvement of research-
ers and practitioners may have an
unanticipated consequence. Awareness
of being involved in an experiment may
lead people to perform differently,
perhaps more effectively, than they
would if they were administering the
intervention as part of a daily routine.
This phenomenon is known as the
"Hawthorne effect,”" named after a series
of experiments at the Hawthorne Electric
Plant that revealed that the experience of
being separated out for experimental
treatment in itself could improve per-
formance, apart from whether the inter-
vention was positive or negative.

If subjects or implementers of a field
experiment are affected by the novelty of
the experience, then it is less likely that
the experimental effects will recur in ju-
risdictions that adopt the policy or in the
test jurisdiction once the intervention
becomes a part of normal operations. A
careful design will check for the exis-
tence of Hawthorne-like effects. When
these effects are identified, statistical
modeling may allow the researcher to
correct for their implications.

6. What one gets out of experiments
depends on what one puts into them,

Experimentation is not an easy research
method; it takes time, effort, and careful
attention to anticipate and avoid prob-
lems and to emerge with results that can
stand up to scrutiny., One must begin
with a sensitive understanding of the

4

field situation and the wisdom that practi-
tioners have acquired over the years. .
Good experimental design requires that
practitioners and researchers work

together from the start.

The requirements of good design include
the selection of problems that lend
themselves to experimentation; proce-
dures to ensure close adherence to the
randomization plan (perhaps being
carried out by a neutral or "blind"
observer); the need to understand the
proposed treatment and what it entails
before the experiment begins; possible
pilot tests of treatment procedures or a
short trial-run period; the measurement of
relevant outcomes in multiple ways (e.g.,
through records, interviews); a clear
definition of the proposed target group
and advance investigation of its size (the
number of potential experimental
subjects is often overestimated). When
these requirements are met, the resulting
payoffs are likely to be especially high
because one has special confidence in
attributing effects to policies being tested.

7. The purpose of experimentation in
criminal justice is to inform policy, not
to make policy. Experiments provide
information about policy options, but
policies often have several goals, so ex-
perimental results are rarely sufficient
for selecting the "correct" policy.

A common result in ficld experiments is
that the new program or procedure being
tested has no measurable effect, Such
negative results must, like positive
results, be treated cautiously because
potential effects may not have been
adequately measured. If the finding that
an innovation has no effect proves valid,
it can be extremely us>ful. For example,
an experiment may demonstrate that the
existing policy is actually superior to
proposed innovations or show that two
programs are equally effective, although
one might be less costly. ‘At the other
extreme, finding a substantial experimen-
tal effect of a new program also does not
resolve policy problems.. The policy-
maker must still weigh costs and values.
For example, an experiment might reveal



that jailing speeders rather than fining
them has a substantial deterrent effect,
but the policymaker still must decide
whether incarcerating speeders is a wise
use of scarce jail space.,

8. Experiments involve political
risks that must be understood and
confronted.

Those who conduct experiments will
face accusations that they are playing
with people's lives—introducing differ-
ential treatment into a system that is
supposed to vigorously pursue equality
of treatment. Such accusations are le-
gitimate expressions of fundamental
social values and may call attention to
experiments whose objectives fail to
justify the social or individual costs they
impose. But such objections should not
be either made or accepted mechani-
cally. Itis too easy to overlook the fact
that maintaining the status quo is also a
form of treatment, and that inconsistent
responses to people and situations (e.g.,
discretion) occur throughout the criminal
justice systen,

Experimentation may systematize
decisionmaking and also allow policy-
makers to learn from variations that
would in the usual course occur haphaz-
ardly. While field experiments may
seem radically innovative, introducing
innovations experimentally rather than
universally is often a conservative
procedure, for it allows the criminal
justice system to abort plausible policy
changes that turn out to be wasteful or
counterproductive. The decision not to
experiment, like the decision to experi-
ment, has its political aspects, and
objections to experiments should be
weighed against the costs of refusing to
proceed in this way.

9. Replicating studies is critical to
ensuring that the results will general-
ize to other locations and is usually
necessary to justify widespread
implementation of experimentally
successful treatments.

Communities differ in terms of their
demographic, organizational, and

political characteristics, as well as in
their decisionmaking about criminal
justice policies. The results of research
in one community may reflect the inter-
action of a treatment with these specific
characteristics. This is particularly
difficult to control in criminal justice,
because the effects of an innovation by
one agency, such as the police, may be
intimately tied to the behavior of other
agencies, such as the prosecution or the
courts. Replications help to point out
such possible links. Moreover, if
experimental results are due to Haw-
thorne-like effects, as discussed earlier,
generalizations of findings to other
communities may be misleading and the
results may even disappear in the
experimental community when the
treatment is introduced on a larger scale
and implemented by the regular operat-
ing system. If an experiment fails to
replicate, researchers and policymakers
alike are aleted to the need to search for
those factors that led to the initial experi-
ment's success (or failure). 1f experi-
mental results are replicated in a variety
of settings, new sites c.'n implement the
innovation with some confidence that it
will work as intended.

Priorities for future research

The closing session of the workshop
addressed future prospects yor random-
ized experiments in crimin:d justice from
three perspectives: a practitioner
(Malcolm MacDonald, American
Probation and Parole Association and
Texas Adult Probation Commission), a
Federal research sponsor (James K.
Stewart, National Institute of Justice),
and a quasi-governmental corporate
sponsor of State and local justice innova-
tions (David Tevelin, State Justice
Institute).

Although these speakers emphasized
slightly different priorities for future
research, their messages contained
similar themes. All three speakers
stressed that the need to ascertain
whether successful experimental pro-
grams are effective in different types of
communities means that researchers,

practitioners, and funding agencies
should place a high priority on replica-
tion. They reminded the attendees that a
thorough knowledge of the specific target
population, the program objectives, and
the treatment or intervention strategies is
important not only to successfully
conducting a randomized field experi-
ment, but also to implementing programs
based on others' research results.

Important topics for randomized field
experiments in criminal justice appear
almost limitless. Some of the areas that
the workshop participants identified as
particularly promising include procedures
for imposing, collecting, and enforcing
fines; educational programs for convicted
offenders; the use of offender classifica-
tion systems in decisionmaking; police
resource allocation; and alternatives to in-
carceration, Since tackling these and
other criminal justice problems will often
require coordinated interventions
involving more than one criminal justice
agency, programmatic experimental
research and effective treatment strate-
gies are likely to involve the extensive
cooperation of key actors in the criminal
justice system,

In his concluding remarks, Stewart
emphasized that it is in the best interests
of the criminal justice community—both
practitioners and researchers—to be re-
ceptive to experimentation. In this era of
tight fiscal resources, we must avoid the
costs of adopting new technologies and
policies that may not be effective. The
time has come, Stewart said, to move the
criminal justice community from a
craft—which bases its knowledge on
tradition, "seat of the pants" technologies,
and intuition—to a profession in which
decisions are based on sound research
jinvolving testing and replication,

Criminal justice field experiments are one
of a variety of research techniques that
are tending to move the criminal justice
community in this direction. The confer-
ence attendees recognized that, even as a
technique for acquiring knowledge, the
field experiment is not a panacea, but
they agreed that among the research tech-
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niques likely to add to usable knowledge,
the criminal justice field experiment is a
particularly promising one.

Bibliography

The literature on social experimentation is
extensive. For the interested reader, several
general references on experimentation are
included in the bibliography presented below.

Archibald, R.W., and J.P. Newhouse, 1980.
Social Experimentation: Some Whys and
Hows. R-2479-HEW. Santa Monica,
California: The RAND Corporation.

Chambers, D.L., 1977. "Men who know
they are watched: Some benefits and costs
of jailing for nonpayment of support.”
Michigan Law Review 75: 900-940.

Cook, T.D., and D.T. Campbeli, 1979.
Quasi-Experimental Design Issues in Field
Settings. Skokie, Illinois: Rand McNally.

Diamond, S.S., 1987, "Methods for the
empirical study of law," in The Handbook
of Law and Social Science, eds. L. Lipson
and S. Wheeler: 637-696. Russell Sage
Foundation.

Federal Judicial Center, 1981, Experimenta-
tion in the Law. Report of the Federal
Judicial Center Advisory Committee on Ex-
perimentation in the Law, Washington, D.C.:
United States Government Printing Office.

Fienberg, S.E., B. Singer, and J.M. Tanur,
1985. "Large-scale social experimentation in
the United States," in A Celebration of Statis-
tics, eds. A.C. Atkinson and S.E. Fienberg:
287-326. New York: Springer-Verlag.

Gilbert, J.P., R.J. Light, and F. Mosteller,
1975. "Assessing social innovations: An
empirical base for policy," in Evaluation and
Experiment: Some Critical Issues in Assess-
ing Social Programs, eds. C.A. Bennett and
A A. Lumsdaine: 39-193. New York:
Academic Press.

Haggstrom, G.W., 1976. "The pitfalls of
manpower experiments,” in Perspectives on
Attitude Assessment: Surveys and Their Alter-
natives, eds. H.W. Sinaiko and L.A. Broed-
ling. Champaign, Illinois: Pendieton.

Lempert, R.O., 1966. "Strategies of research
design in the legal impact study: The control
of plausible rival hypotheses." Law and
Society Review 1: 111~132.

Meier, P., 1972. "The biggest public health
experiment ever: The 1954 field trial of the
Salk poliomyelitis vaccine," in Statistics: A
Guide to the Unknown, eds. J. Tanur, F. Mos-
teller, W. Kruskal, R. Link, R. Pieters, and G.
Rising. San Francisco: Holden—Day.

Pierce, G., and W. Bowers, 1981. "The
Bartley-Fox gun law's short-term impact on
1981 crime in Boston." The Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social
Science 455: 120-137.

Riecken, H.W., and R.F. Boruch, eds., 1978.
Social Experimentation: A Method for
Planning and Evaluating Social Intervention.
New York: Academic Press,

Rossi, P.H., and H.E. Freeman, 1982.
Evatuation: A Systematic Approach. Beverly
Hills, California: Sage.

Shapard, I.E., 1985.  "The ethics of experi-
mentation in law enforcement,” in Police
Leadership in America, ed. W. Geller:
418-429. New York: Pracger.

The full report of the workshop proceedings
may be obtained in microfiche or borrowed
Jrom NIJ's National Criminal Justice
Reference Service (NCJRS) through the
Document Loan Program. Ask for Random-
ized Field Experiments in Criminal Justice
Agencies: Workshop Proceedings (NCJ
108719). Write National Institute of Justicel
NCJRS, Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20850 or
telephone 800-851-3420 (from Maryland or
Metropolitan Washington, D.C., dial
301-251-5500).

Points of view or opinions expressed in this
publication are those of the workshop
participants and do not necessarily represent
the official position or policies of the U S.
Department of Justice.

The Assistant Attorney General, Office of
Justice Programs, coordinates the activities
of the following program Offices and
Bureaus: National Institute of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics, Bureau of Justice
Assistance, Qffice of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention, and Office for
Victims of Crime.

NCJ 113666

U.S. Department of Justice
Office of Justice Programs

National Institute of Justice
Washington, D.C. 20531

Official Business
Penalty for Private Use $300

U. 5. GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE: 1989-241-714/8003]

BULKRATE
POSTAGE & FEES PAID
DOJ/NIJ
Permit No, G-91






